
 
 

Parashat Vayishlach: El Shaddai - The Blessing of the Mothers of the Nation 
 
 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Zionism was - and for many people still is - an inspiring model of the fulfillment of a dream. 
From an ancient, utopian, messianic idea, a Jewish nation arose, alive and kicking, vibrant, 
and successful. There has never been anything like this phenomenal miracle of vision come 
true.. 
 
This week Yaakov undergoes a Zionist transformation in his life. He returns home from a 
long exile. He has been very successful materially, but has never felt entirely at home there. 
Just the fear of his bitter enemy awaiting him on the other side of the Jordan has kept him 
from fulfilling his dream of returning. But now he is ready. 
 
On his way back Yaakov experiences a transformation of consciousness and becomes 
Israel!  Yaakov is the first Israeli in the world! 
 
The great thinkers of the Zionist enterprise - especially those of the second and third Aliya - 
thought that Zionism was a secular, atheist movement. Many of the well-known songs and 
poems of the period reflect this point of view. 
 
Little did they know. An ancient God was present there all along, hidden deep within the 
secular-atheist-Zionist revolution. This aspect of God is the God of the forefathers and 
mothers of our nation. He even has a name: “El Shaddai”. 
 
El Shaddai is one of the many names and qualities of the Divine, as we learned in this 
week’s Beit Midrash class “Oh, God!” at Veahavta (which you are welcome to join). 
 
A moment before the young Yaakov fled to exile, his father blessed him with the blessing of 
“El Shaddai”:  “So Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him...May El Shaddai bless you, 
make you fertile and numerous, so that you become an assembly of peoples. May He 
grant the blessing of Abraham to you and your offspring, that you may possess the 
land where you are sojourning, which God assigned to Abraham.”(Bereishit 28: 1-4) 

 
There are two parts to El Shaddai’s blessing, and they always appear together: the first is 
the blessing of the Matriarchs, the blessing of fertility and abundance. The second is the 
blessing of the Patriarchs - inheritance of the Promised Land. 



 
El Shaddai was the God of Sarah, and he appeared to Avraham in light of her infertility: 
“When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram and said to 
him, ‘I am El Shaddai. Walk in My ways and be blameless. I will establish My covenant 
between Me and you, and I will make you exceedingly numerous. As for Me, this is My 
covenant with you: You shall be the father of a multitude of nations. And you shall no 
longer be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I make you the father of 
a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fertile… I assign the land you 
sojourn in to you and your offspring to come, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting 
holding. I will be their God.’” (Bereishit 17: 1-8) 

  
Therefore, when Yaakov, as a frightened youth, flees at his mother commands, these are 
the two blessings he must hear: that he will be blessed with abundance - both familial and 
material - and that he will return home to the Promised Land, which will one day bear his 
name. 
 
During the long exile the first part of the two blessings was fulfilled: Yaakov married and had 
many children. When his wife Rachel finally had a son too, Yaakov understood that the first 
blessing of El Shaddai had been completely fulfilled. He knew then that it was time for the 
second part of the blessing to be realized: for him to return home, to the land of his father 
and his mother, the land of his grandfather and his grandmother. 
 
However, there is an enormous obstacle in the way, in the form of his big, hairy, red-headed 
twin brother, Eisav.  
 
Yaakov, like his grandfather Avraham, does exactly that which El Shaddai abhors: he tries to 
ingratiate himself and please. He sends valuable presents, he prays to God and tells him 
how insignificant he is: “Then Jacob said, ’O God of my father Abraham and God of my 
father Isaac, O LORD, who said to me, ‘Return to your native land and I will deal 
bountifully with you’! I am unworthy of all the kindness that You have so steadfastly 
shown Your servant: with my staff alone I crossed this Jordan, and now I have 
become two camps. Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of 
Esau’…” (Bereishit 32: 10-12) 

 
El Shaddai does not like it when people diminish themselves. On the contrary - He demands 
that people put up a fight! He is not the God of kindness (who we will meet at other points in 
the Torah) and he does not intend to make Yaakov’s life easy (“yes, my dear, I will arrange 
for Eisav to have an unfortunate hunting accident for you…”) 
 
El Shaddai likes people who are brave and willing to take responsibility. When we say “God 
helps those who help themselves” we are referring to El Shaddai. 
 
Yaakov’s prayer is answered, and the result is even better than he could have imagined. But 
El Shaddai “took care” of Yaakov, rather than “taking care” of Eisav. He has Yaakov meet a 
mysterious man (our Sages suggest a few very interesting possibilities as to the identity of 
this man, but the text simply calls him a man). Yaakov struggles with this man throughout the 



night. This is the first instance of Yaakov fighting. Until this point he attained what he desired 
through trickery and avoiding confrontation at all cost. 
 
Until that point in his life, Yaakov’s circuitous methods had worked for him. LIke the Jewish 
nation at the beginning of the 19th century, Yaakov attained the blessings of El Shaddai, the 
blessings of fertility and abundance. But in order to attain El Shaddai’s second blessing - that 
of returning home - the People of Israel, and Yaakov, the father of this nation, needed a new 
way of thinking, one that was heroic, confrontational, and physical. When the sun rose and 
Yaakov had won the struggle, he demanded that the mysterious man he had struggled with 
give him the second blessing of El Shaddai: “Then he (the man) said, “Let me go, for 
dawn is breaking.” But he (Yaakov) answered, “I will not let you go, unless you bless 
me.” Said the man, “What is your name?” He replied, “Yaakov.” Said he, “Your name 
shall no longer be Yaakov, but Israel, for you have striven with beings divine and 
human, and have prevailed.” (Bereishit 32: 27-29) 
 
It seems that El Shaddai is a very masculine quality - warring, struggling. But in the stories of 
our forefathers and mothers, it is the women who struggle valiantly for continuity and for the 
existence of the Jewish nation. In his blessing, the man reminds Yaaakov of his 
grandmother, Sarah, as he says: “You have struggled” (Sarita, in Hebrew). Sarah had 
brought abundance to Avraham in Egypt and in Grar. It is she who sent her servant, Hagar, 
into the arms of Avraham, and later banished Hagar and Yishma’el from the family tent, 
much to Avraham’s distress. In this way, she paved the way for Yaakov in the future. This is 
why, when the angels came to visit Avraham in his tent to tell him that he would have a son, 
they asked him “Where is Sara, your wife?” Because it is Sarah who would guarantee 
continuity. So, too, with Rivka: Yitzchak loved Eisav because he was a hunter, and she is the 
one who raised and groomed Yaakov, protecting him from his volatile brother. It was she 
who cooked up Yaakov’s formative journey to Haran, a journey which birthed the twelve 
tribes and enabled Yaakov to return home as the father of the nation. 
 
The era of early Zionism has ended, as has the generation of the Palmach. El Shaddai has 
weakened in our awareness. On the face of it, it seems that we have fulfilled all of His 
blessings: the People of Israel has returned to its land, established itself, and been very 
abundant.  
 
But on the personal level El Shaddai lives on, and He is accessible whenever we feel 
ourselves diminished, frightened, or wary. He is well worth knowing! He is not pleasant, and 
His methods are sometimes scary. The price He exacts can be high. But He holds the key to 
fulfilling our aspirations and our dreams. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha 

 
 


